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Insofar as religious affairs were concerned, the Australian 
colonies in the nineteenth century were for the most part 
characterised by a remarkable degree of fluidity. Questions of 
theology and doctrine often sat lightly on the shoulder of the 
colonist. As an English observer remarked, complicated matters of 
religion were as often as not dismissed as 'mere figments of un-
practical enthusiasts to be pooh-poohed by sensible men. Give the 
colonist his head, and he will soon run away with creeds and 
formulae'. ' Such a situation often provided a ready basis for the 
birth of previously unknown sects, sometimes started afresh and 
sometimes having their origins in disputes within established 
denominations. The basis for their existence was frequently 
strengthened where a recognised church was finding particular 
difficulty in adapting institutions and ideas inherited from Britain 
and elsewhere to changed and changing colonial circumstances. 
Where its leadership was unpopular, or unsuited for the task and 
unable to inspire clergy and laity, the problem was simply com-
pounded. 
In Queensland, all of these problems existed for the Church of 
England. The Diocese of Brisbane, created in 1859 simultaneously 
with Queensland's separation from New South Wales, encountered 
difficulty and active opposition even before the arrival of its first 
Bishop, E. W. Tufnell. One of the first acts of the new colonial 
legislature, anxious to assert its independence, was to discontinue 
financial assistance to the churches. ^ From the beginning, there 
was a vocal element in the legislature which lost no opportunity to 
voice concern that the Anglican Church would by one means or 
another seek the position of establishment which it occupied in 
England. Bishop Tufnell was not the right man to lead a colonial 
church in such a context. His background and qualifications were 
hardly suitable for a colonial bishop ,^ and throughout the whole 
of his time in Queensland he demonstrated a marked inability to 
communicate properly with his flock, and to secure their ready and 
thorough co-operation in the cause of the church. For a time, he 
kept the management of the church's affairs very much in his own 
hands, a policy for which there were good reasons, although he 
made insufficient effort to convince its members of them. Even 
after the church had been democratised by the introduction (in 
1868) of government by a synod of clergy and laity, matters did 
not improve. For the most part, patronage was in the Bishop's 
hands as well, and the parochial structure of an English church 
was frequently a hindrance rather than a help to its effectiveness 
in the Colony. In theology and churchmanship, Tufnell was a high 
churchman, with Anglo-Catholic leanings. In another place, this 
might not have mattered; but as Bishop Barker of Sydney re-
marked, Tufnell's 'moderate high church views do not suit a 
people which is for the most part Evangelically disposed'; and 
by the end of his episcopate Barker thought that the church 'is in 
great danger of losing hold of the people of the Colony'. "* 
It is not surprising that the Church of England in Queensland 
was, during Tufnell's episcopate (1859-1874), characterised by 
both ineffectiveness on the one hand, and by argument, dissent, 
and outright schism on the other. In Brisbane during this period, 
there were at lease three clergymen in Anglican orders who pro-
fessed at one time or another to be ministers of a Free Church of 
England; and there were other attempts to establish such bodies 
elsewhere in the Colony. 
Of these clerical dissidents, least is known about the Reverend 
Dr. Hughes. Early in 1873, near the end of Tufnell's episcopate. 
Hughes informed the people of Brisbane that he had established 
a 'Free Church of England and Ireland'. He was the subject of 
adverse rumours, and in February 1873 he convened a meeting of 
people interested in the creation of such a body in order to refute 
'any charges which might be made against him . . .' He was able to 
satisfy the small number of people attending the meeting of his 
credibility; and after his papers and documents 'bearing on his 
position as a clergyman of the Church of England' had been 
produced, the meeting agreed to support him in the establishment 
of a Free Church. ^ Although the press suggested that the con-
tinuing dissatisfaction with and agitation about the state of 
Tufnell's Diocese, 'the centre of which is said to be in Brisbane, 
may possibly eventuate in a general secession of the Anglican 
Church in Queensland from His Lordship's spiritual authority', 
Hughes' effort was, at that time, an isolated case. He pledged 
himself never to have anything to do with Tufnell. His services 
were conducted in the Town Hall, and for some months at least 
he was successful. ' But his congregation did not last, and he 
disappeared from the colonial scene. 
Others before him — the Reverend Cooper Searle, and the 
Reverend Phillip Peters Agnew — had been relatively more 
successful. Searle, according to his own account, was something 
of an ecclesiastical bird of passage. From 1842 to 1846, he was 
a prison chaplain in Tasmania. Subsequently, he officiated at 
Invercargill, in New Zealand. During his time there, he was, like 
many colonial clergy, also occupied as a teacher. He was responsible 
for the erection of a schoolroom, an enterprise which caused him 
financial difficulties both at the time and subsequently. Later, he 
served in Victoria, after which he officiated in Bowen, then beyond 
the limits of Tufnell's Diocese and still under the administration of 
the Bishop of Sydney. After leaving Bowen, he claimed to have 
been offered employment in Newcastle by Bishop Tyrrell. ' How-
ever, Searle decided to exercise his talents in the Diocese of 
Brisbane. In December 1866, during Tufnell's absence in England, 
the administrator of the Diocese (Archdeacon Glennie) appointed 
Searle to take charge of a second congregation at Rockhampton. 
According to his later account, it was understood that he would 
take charge of the whole parish when the incumbent (Wright) 
left. Searle claimed that Wright protested to Barker against this 
'intrusion', and that Barker consequently told him to go back to 
Bowen until Tufnell returned. Searle, heavily in debt as a result 
of his various moves, refused. In February, Wright left Rock-
hampton and Searle took over the whole parish. In the light of his 
difference with Barker, Glennie would not give him a regular 
licence, preferring to await Tufnell's return which was then 
imminent. * 
In May 1867, Tufnell told Searle to continue officiating until 
he could interview him. This Searle took as equivalent to being 
received into the Diocese. When he saw the Bishop, in June, he 
claimed that Barker had unjustly retained one of his papers, so 
that he could not properly be licensed by another Bishop. Other 
difficulties were to follow. In August 1867, 'a warm and very 
painful dispute' occurred between Searle and the Church Council 
in Rockhampton, possibly connected with 'an accumulation of 
trouble' at the same time with his creditors. Tufnell advised him 
to make the best arrangements possible and to leave the district. 
Additionally, he told Searle that he would not be permanently 
received into his Diocese. ' Searle reacted strongly. Although un-
licensed, he made a point of resigning the parish at the end of 
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September, and proceeded to conduct services for two weeks on 
his own account. He later apologised, but Tufnell accused him of 
schism. For a time, the Bishop refused to give him further 
assistance or employment. But in January 1868, Tufnell told 
bearle that he could officiate for any congregation without a 
minister, aware of his circumstances, and willing to accept him 
for a period of two or three months, on the understanding that 
he would then leave the Colony. It was an error on Tufnell's part. 
Searle officiated at Gympie Creek for a time, but refused to give 
an undertaking to leave the Colony. '° 
In February 1868, Tufnell received a letter from an unnamed 
lady in New Zealand, who claimed that Searle had owed her 
money for some time. According to Searle, Barker also received 
uncomplimentary letters about him. Searle refuted the charges : 
but Tufnell found renewed resolve not to accept him in his 
Diocese. Searle rejected them both, and told Tufnell that he 
would forthwith . . . 
cease all connection or allegiance, implied or understood, to 
you as Bishop, or the Bishop of Sydney as Metropolitan. My 
oath of canonical obedience ceases. 
For a time he earned a living as a miner on the Gympie gold 
field, and made an abortive effort to establish a 'Free Church of 
England' " at Wide Bay. By May 1868, Searle was in Brisbane at 
the head of another Free Church. He was able to establish one 
there due to the combination of a fortuitous set of circumstances in 
one parish, and the widespread dissatisfaction with the Bishop 
and his policies. In 1866, the Reverend E. Tanner, who had been 
at Maryborough, was brought to Brisbane to assist the Reverend 
Thomas Jones in the growing Wickham Terrace parish. Initially 
he conducted Sunday morning services at Milton; and in the 
evening he held services in the School of Arts for congregations 
which could not be accommodated in the parish church. Tanner's 
outlook in church affairs was of the evangelical or low-church 
variety, and many members of the School of Arts congregation 
associated with him for that reason. They were increasingly drawn 
not only from Wickham Terrace, but also from St. John's parish 
in which the School of Arts was located. '^  Inevitably, there were 
suggestions that Tanner should also hold morning services in the 
School of Arts. At a meeting held to discuss the question, Jones 
spoke strongly against the idea, and although it was clearly in-
adequate for the circumstances he defended the parochial structure 
of the church. Others, including some of the leading members of 
his congregation, spoke just as strongly in favour of having the 
extra morning services. Although the question of churchmanship 
was raised tactfully, it was clear that the opinions and practices of 
the clergy of the two parishes involved was a motivating factor 
behind the proposal. Although the idea of establishing a 'free 
church' was specifically disclaimed, the meeting voted against 
Jones and in favour of pursuing the question. However, the moves 
produced no immediate result. Tanner himself did not attempt to 
form a schismatic body, but departed for another post in Sydney. '^  
Searle was able to capitalise on this situation when he arrived 
in Brisbane little more than a year and a half later. The dis-
content had subsided but by no means disappeared. An editorial 
in the Queensland Daily Guardian early in 1868 lamented what it 
saw as the general discontent with the way the affairs of the Church 
of England were being managed. One anonymous layman laid the 
blame largely at the door of the Bishop and urged both clergy and 
laity to do more. 'The Church of England, in this colony, will not 
put up with Ritualistic practices, nor will it tolerate High Church 
doctrines'. Another was more specific, and suggested that the 
sooner churchmen separated themselves from Tufnell and appointed 
their own clergy the better. '•* 
There were evidently many who had been waiting for 
opportunity to do precisely that. Searle announced the establish-
ment of a Free Church of England, and was able to raise sufficient 
funds for a building in Edward Street which became known as 
Christ Church. For a time, his Free Church prospered, and 
evidently attracted support from some leading members of 
Tufnell's Diocese. It was even alleged, in the newly established 
Diocesan Synod, that Judge Blakeney, a member of the Synod, 
was a member of Searle's congregation. '^  
But for the most part, Searle and Tufnell ignored each other. 
In January 1870, at its anniversary meeting, a gathering of some 
two hundred people was informed that although the Free Church 
was in a healthy state, it had been contending with 'great trials, 
difficulties, and opposition . . .' Nevertheless, the Church's secretary 
professed to know of 'several clergymen who are willing to settle 
in the Colony and connect themselves with [the Free Church of 
Bishop Tufnell 
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England in Brisbane] as soon as necessary arrangements can be 
made'. He specifically identified the Reverend P. P. Agnew, who 
had renounced Barker's episcopal authority in 1864 and set up 
a Free Church of England in Sydney. " Agnew, he said, would 
shortly arrive in Brisbane, and he was confident that this would 
result in the creation of more Free Churches and of 'a distinct 
organisation of our own . . .' '^  Towards the end of May 1870, 
Agnew arrived in Brisbane. He was greeted with a strong rebuke 
from Jones, who urged churchmen not to accept him : Agnew could 
have no quarrel with Tufnell, and ought not to perpetuate Searle's 
schism. In rejecting Jones' criticisms, Searle himself stated that 
he had resigned the charge of his Free Church. He took pains to 
leave the impression that he would remain in Brisbane. The press 
enjoyed the opportunity of poking fun at the public bickerings of 
'pugnacious parsons'. The Courier pointed out that Jones had 
succeeded only in giving undue publicity to 'somebody named 
Agnew', and hinted very strongly that Searle was (once again) in 
financial difficulties. '° 
On 14 June, a tea meeting was held to welcome Agnew to 
the ministry of the Free Church. The Police Magistrate (Rawlins), 
who presided, remarked on their good fortune in obtaining the 
services of 'a gentleman so learned, so pious, and so zealous in the 
cause of the Church . . .' Searle also welcomed Agnew, and 
announced that 'family circumstances' would force him to leave 
the Colony. He stayed long enough to deliver a lecture to a 
thinly attended meeting, and left hastily a few weeks later, 
narrowly escaping a Supreme Court judgement obtained against 
him by his creditors. " Agnew began his work as incumbent of 
Brisbane's Free Church of England at the beginning of July. He 
also delivered frequent public lectures on his past activities, and 
on social questions such as the virtues of self-made men and the 
evils of strong drink. 
Although Searle had expressed the hope that his Free Church 
would remain prosperous, the circumstances of his departure had 
left something of a cloud over it; and under Agnew its difficulties 
increased. Even before Searle had gone, one of its members spoke 
of the difficulties caused by 'the depression of the times' and the 
removal of some of its supporters to other places. And at the end 
of 1870, Tufnell made it clear that although Agnew intended to 
present candidates to him for the rite of confirmation, he would 
not administer it to persons prepared by a clergyman not holding 
his licence. The Council of the Diocese urged Agnew to avoid 
'unseemly disorder' by abandoning his intention. °^ Although 
Agnew's eloquence as a public speaker was increasingly remarked 
upon in the following months, the Free Church of England began 
to lose influence under him. ^^  Many members of the Diocese and 
its Council, Thomas Jones amongst them, were evidently anxious 
to heal the division which the Free Church appeared to represent, 
especially as it appeared to be failing. Early in 1872, the Diocesan 
Council agreed to a proposal that it take over the lease of the Free 
Church of England building in Edward Street. A second proposal 
— that Agnew be appointed as Travelling Agent on behalf of the 
Synod to collect money for the Diocesan Church fund — was not 
so readily accepted. Initially, a decision was avoided until a letter 
had been sent to the Bishop of Sydney. The contents of Barker's 
reply do not survive, although in the light of Agnew's quarrel with 
him in 1864 they may be easily surmised. Nevertheless, the Council 
proceeded, in the face of clear and unqualified opposition from 
Tufnell, to accept a proposal for Agnew's appointment for a 
period of three months. " 
In August 1872, the question was taken before the Synod of 
the Diocese by Jones, who moved that the Bishop of Sydney be 
asked 'to state explicitly on what terms he will give the Rev. 
P. P. Agnew his papers; and should Mr. Agnew comply with 
those terms, the Synod submit the case to the favourable con-
sideration of the Bishop of Brisbane and the Diocesan Council'. 
The debate, which was not recorded, lapsed for want of a quorum. 
The Synod did, however, pass another resolution expressing the 
hope that Agnew would be re-admitted to officiate as a minister 
of the Church of England, and asking Tufnell to inform Barker of 
its opinion. But in the face of continued opposition from the two 
Bishops, the proposal to re-admit Agnew to the Church of England 
was not proceeded with. " By the end of 1872, the Free Church 
of England in Brisbane had ceased to exist. ^ ^ 
But there were other divisions in Tufnell's Diocese, and the 
criticisms of him continued. Not long after the Free Church had 
failed, an anonymous churchman wrote bitterly of the 'humiliating' 
state of the Diocese, and of what he called the 'slothful indolence 
on the part of her chief pastor — at whose door must lie the onus 
of the lamentable position the Church is now in'. Quarrels between 
clergy and laity were part of the problem : 'At Maryborough, 
during the last Easter meetings, the opposition to the clergyman 
there was open and determined, and very nearly resulted in the 
opening of a Free Church there'. ^^  
It was in this state of affairs that Agnew was able to find yet 
another opportunity. Early in 1873, he was making some headway in 
an effort to establish a Free Church of England in Maryborough. 
In the light of the quarrels there in 1872, it was not surprising 
that he had a measure of success : land was donated, plans were 
prepared, and money subscribed for the building of a Free Church. 
At one meeting in connection with the project, over six hundred 
people were reported to have been present. Here too, Agnew 
gained something of a reputation as a public lecturer. *^ Agnew's 
success in Maryborough was even more short-lived than before. 
In 1874, he tried to set up another Church in Rockhampton; but 
later in the same year he was back in Brisbane. By early 1875 he 
had left Queensland altogether. Its Free Churches of England had 
come to nothing. In later years, Agnew returned to England, 
where he died in 1885. " 
The difficulty of getting good colonial bishops was clear 
enough; the difficulty of getting good clergy was a problem 
which beset one bishop after another. In 1850, Bishop Perry of 
Melbourne wrote of the near-impossibility of obtaining 'really faith-
ful and efficient clergymen . . .' °^ Another colonial bishop wrote 
ten years later of the problems created by errant clergy who were 
concerned with all manner of pursuits, or simply doing whatever 
paid best. Agnew was one of these, and like Searle was at times 
something of a clerical wanderer. Such men did at least meet some 
needs for which the more orthodox church was not always 
adequate. ^' 
Barker added another aspect when he remarked, in 1858, on 
'the independence, bordering on unwillingness to yield even a 
reasonable submission to authority' °^ which he had encountered in 
the colonies. Since the authority of colonial bishops was virtually 
unlimited, this was hardly surprising. Searle himself was not slow 
to point this out. In his view much of the difficulty in his case lay 
. . . in the irresponsible character of a Colonial Bishop's 
position. Dr. Tufnell is but one among many who claim to be 
a 'prince in his own dominions'. ^^  
And yet it is not as strange as it may appear that it was 
just as the colonial church was making a significant adaptation 
to its circumstances and at the same time modifying the powers 
of its bishops by introducing a more democratic form of government 
by synods that Searle (and Agnew in Sydney) broke away from 
it. ^^  The editor of the Guardian, writing in London about the 
inovement towards synods in the Colonies, may well have been 
right when he observed that synodical government was the best 
antidote for clerical self-seeking. Where synods met to organise 
real work, he predicted, 'the idle, the selfish, or the merely 
ambitious clergyman would speedily find his level, and would 
be stripped of his borrowed influence . . .' " 
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Although colonists were often greatly concerned with matters 
of religion, they were usually happier with the broad sweep of 
church affairs than with doctrines or details. In an unhappy 
diocese, with a bishop who was little respected and ill-suited to 
colonial circumstances and society, it was virtually inevitable that 
there would be breakaway movements. It was equally inevitable 
that to make an institution dependent upon the virtues of one man 
was to imperil its success. ^^  The schismatic Free Churches of 
England in Queensland, although important, were a passing 
phenomenon. 
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